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Summary: I made a deal with the devil, I guess. My life, in exchange for the life of my little brother. But the devil has a sick sense of humor, and I ended up as a baby in the Naruto world. This time, I'm going to grow strong enough to protect the ones I care about. At any cost.





	1. Day 0

I don't own Naruto. I won't repeat myself every time, so that's a blanket statement for this whole fic.

This is an SI/OC insert, and will be somewhat AU as it diverges from the main storyline due to Shiori's actions. This is not an insta-God-mode! fic. Shiori will work hard for everything she accomplishes.

* * *

><p>I made a deal with the devil.<p>

Some intelligent, likely malevolent being was using me for its own amusement, granting my wish in a twisted sort of way. Nonsensical as it seemed, it was the only explanation I could draw from the situation. I had been going through what psychologists in my old world had called the "bargaining" stage of grief.

My brother, who was a little bit my best friend and a little bit my own child all at the same time, was dying of cancer. Horrible, _abhorrent_ disease. It took his strength and his life from him in tiny bits, and he wasted away over the course of months. I visited him every day in the hospital, putting the rest of my life aside, because I'm smart enough to know what's important in a situation like that. We laughed and joked and made plans for the future like the eventuality of him getting better was never in question, though we both knew better.

I sat beside him in what I knew were his last moments, pleading silently to anything out there that possessed the power to save him. I wanted nothing more than to trade my life for his, and die in his place. And I meant it. Because he was family, and I loved him, and he was still only a child that deserved to live. It's not that I wanted to die of cancer, don't get me wrong. But I wanted him to _live_, more.

I don't think anything comes without a cost, and so I didn't wish for him to get better, but to take his sickness onto myself.

And as I sat there clutching his unresponsive, chilly hand, pain boiled out from my insides, literally pushing at me from the inside. I would have screamed, but I couldn't _breath_. It was terrifying and confusing, and I squeezed my brother's hand mindlessly, enough that it might have hurt, if he was awake.

Then his eyes opened, clear as they had not been for weeks, and he took a deep breath past the BiPap mask that was supposed to be helping him breath. He tugged slightly away from my hand, frowning at the pain, and sat up with the struggle of muscles weak with disuse, but not the debilitating pain of cancer-ridden, failing organs. The machines attached to him beeped wildly as his heart rate and brainwaves crested beautifully.

I pride myself on my intelligence, and keeping a cool head in the face of a crisis, and yet I'd always had that smidgeon of belief that there was some power beyond what humans could explain with science thus far in our development as a species. It didn't take more than a few seconds for me to understand what had happened.

I smiled blindingly at him, reached up my other hand, and squeezed his between both of mine. Unfortunately, without the benefit of all the drugs and life support they had him on, it also didn't take more than a few seconds for me to die.

I have no idea how long I was "out of it." When I first regained consciousness, I almost didn't even notice. I couldn't think properly. If you've ever been sleeping and tried to wake up, but been so utterly exhausted that you couldn't force yourself out of oblivion, that's what it was like. My mind couldn't handle it, so I fell back asleep.

Gradually, I pushed farther and farther through that fog, though my consciousness only seemed to grasp reality for stretches of a few seconds, and I had no way of tracking the greater passage of time. I wasn't frightened, because I didn't have the energy to be.

I began to wiggle around sometimes when I woke, pushing my limbs against my snug surroundings, and I heard garbled, muffled sounds that didn't mean anything to me. After some time of this, something happened, and the walls, such as they were, began to close in around me. Over the course of a few traumatic hours, I was _squeezed_ through a warm tunnel into blindingly bright light and cold air. It was like the times I'd crawled head first into a sleeping bag as a child, then tried to turn around and wriggle my way out blindly while the thick fabric restricted airflow. Except painful and about a hundred times more frightening.

Voices were gibbering excitedly all around me, but I was too busy screaming from the pain, fear, and overstimulation, and then from the way they manhandled me while cleaning me up. But soon, I was clean and dry and wrapped in a warm blanket, and snuggled up against a warmth that smelled soothing and spoke to me in familiar tones. Something popped into my mouth, and I started sucking, completely involuntarily. Warm liquid filled my stomach quickly, and I fell asleep.

The next few days were much of the same. There was a barrier that prevented me from being fully aware, and in the meantime my body's instincts took over. I urinated and defecated without control, cried when I was uncomfortable, and sucked on whatever was put in my mouth, only to fall asleep again, exhausted and with a seemingly constant headache from the effort of trying to think through the haze. I was hungry all the time.

There were two huge people caring for me. One was soft with a voice to match, and had a soothing smell. That one also fed me. The other was bigger and harder, and didn't feed me. It took me a few days—embarrassingly long, I admit—to understand what was going on.

They weren't huge, I was just tiny. I wasn't drugged or injured. I was a _baby_, with a baby's mental and physical limitations. In my defense, my eyes weren't working properly, and neither were the rest of my senses. These things needed time to develop and mature, forging pathways in my infant brain.

I cried, then. It seemed this body's reaction to _anything_ was crying.

When I woke, which was often because I was hungry all the time, I tried to _think_, to work through the implications of my discovery. My mental faculties improved rapidly, but the barrier between myself and any large thoughts was frustrating, as were the headaches trying to force myself brought on. Which, of course, caused me to cry even more.

The woman, this body's mother, I realized, would rock and sing to me, in Japanese. I didn't know the language, but I understood enough of it to recognize the sounds, and a few words and phrases. In my previous body, I had been interested in the language after discovering manga and anime as a child, and had done some self-study.

My vision and ability to concentrate improved rapidly, and it was only a few more days before I could make out the slightly blurry symbol on the jacket arm of this body's father. I found it in other places around the house, and it was obviously some kind of identifying mark of pride. It looked somewhat familiar, a circle surrounding wavy horizontal lines and short vertical ones, but I couldn't place it.

Something felt off about the whole situation, _beyond_ the fact that I seemed to have been reborn in the body of a baby, to Japanese parents. I didn't figure it out until one early evening when this body's mother and father were playing with me in the living room. While the father bounced me up and down, the mother made some weird movement with her hands that caught my eye, the fingers twisting together.

Her shadow, which was already stretching long in the light of the setting sun coming in through the window, stretched unnaturally outward and crept up the wall.

She watched me carefully, and seemed to be amused at the expression on my face. The father said something, and she nodded the affirmative, and then began to speak. I couldn't understand her words, but the cadence told me she was telling a story. As did the shadow-puppetry she was controlling on the far wall.

I was entranced for a minute or two, my tiny mind blown. Then, I understood what it meant.

I had asked to trade my life for my brother's and something had taken me up on it. Something with a sick sense of humor. Because this body's mother had just performed the Shadow Imitation jutsu, and the symbol I'd seen around the house was the Nara Clan symbol. I recognized them from one of the manga turned anime my brother and I had discovered together.

I was a baby in the "Naruto" universe.

I started crying again, this time purposefully using my powerful little lungs to scream for all I was worth.

I screamed until I exhausted myself, while this body's parents frantically tried everything they could think of to calm me down.

Reincarnation I could deal with. At least it was a possibility I'd considered. Reincarnation in a fictional universe? That was crazy. Or maybe it was one of those quantum physics things, that basically said somewhere out there, in the infinite universes, everything we could imagine existed. Which meant I could have woken up as a clown-fish with a stutter, or a newborn lion being held up over the animals of Africa by a monkey.

And if I'd traded with my brother, did that mean this was supposed to be _his_ next life? He probably would have been ecstatic, if he remembered the previous life enough to know what was going on. I'd gotten him a high-quality—but harmless—practice sword for a birthday during his most hardcore "Naruto" phase, and he'd used it until it fell apart, and begged me for shuriken.

It made me wonder if I'd really "saved" him with my sacrifice, after all. Or maybe, like I thought before, some powerful force was just having a laugh at my expense. Because I shouldn't have remembered my past life.

It took me two days to think all that through, though my ability to concentrate and stay awake was much better. My body's parents were frantic at the almost ceaseless crying. Then I calmed down, and realized I needed to adapt, and make a plan. I'd miss my family, but I had the rest of my new life to grieve.

First thing, I needed to learn the language. I was lucky. Most babies have no idea what the heck is going on. _Everything_ is new to them. But based on my previous experience, I didn't have to learn to understand the world from the beginning. I just needed to learn to talk. And to regain my motor control.

To that end, I started trying to parrot anything either of my two caregivers said to me. They were surprised and delighted. The first time, this body's mother, or Okaa-san, as I'd decided to call her so I had a simpler way of differentiating her from my own mother, yelled out excitedly for Otou-san. _"Ryouta! She's trying to talk! Get in here!"_

He rushed into the room, still holding a sugar-pot from whatever he'd been doing in the kitchen.

They talked back and forth for a few seconds, and then Okaa-san looked back down to me and said something. _"Can you show your Otou-san what you did?"_

I could tell it was a question, but I didn't know what she'd said. I did my best to repeat it to her, but I failed miserably. Babies are severely lacking in motor skills, remember? My tongue was an unruly piece of flapping muscle in my mouth, only really good for sucking.

But they didn't care. Okaa-san had turned away from the baby futon I was laying on and was laughing out loud with her shoulders thrown back and her hand over her mouth in that semi-creepy, smug way women sometimes did in animes. _"She's a genius! Take that, Sis. Yoshino-nee is going to be so jealous. My spawn will be smarter than her spawn!"_

Otou-san dropped the pot on the floor, spilling sugar everywhere. They exclaimed over me together, talking too fast for me to catch anything.

"_Do you think she understands us?"_

"_Probably not. But she's if she's smart enough to start speech mimicry this early, it won't be long before she does." _

"_Okay, okay, I want to talk to her this time." _

Then it was Otou-san's turn. He spoke, and I repeated him, and the process repeated all over, with them jumping around in joy and then returning to my futon. I tried to reach out a hand to pick up some of the sugar, but my motor skills weren't up to par, and Otou-san noticed and cleaned up the mess he'd made before I could get a taste.

My attempts to speak entertained all three of us until I fell asleep, and continued to do so for the next few days. Once again, I had an advantage, because I knew _how_ their mouths were making the sounds, and just needed to train my own to do the same.

My parents began to teach me vocabulary at that point, which I was thankful for, though of course the first thing they did was fight back and forth to get me to say Otou-san or Okaa-san before the other. I laughed to myself at their antics, because Otou-san was obvious in his efforts, while Okaa-san sneakily tried to teach me to call her that when her husband wasn't around, and acted nonchalant when he was.

I stymied them both by saying their names right after each other during one of the rare moments they were both in the room and not paying attention to me. That set off another round of excitement. I'll admit, despite the frustration of my situation, I was having fun, and already coming to love this body's parents.

Also, I learned that my name was Shiori.

I moved my body as much as possible, trying to build up my muscles and motor skills. Because being what amounted to an invalid was not fun. The movement also seemed to help distract me from the itching, _burning_ feeling inside, which started around the stomach area and spread from there. I'd gained a bit more control over my automatic cry reaction, but I could understand why kids would have colic in this world. The development of the chakra system—what else could it be—was freaking uncomfortable. Actually, the discomfort worried me a bit. I hoped it was just one of those normal painful things like teeth coming in for the first time, and not an indication that something was wrong with my body. Wouldn't it be just my luck to have deformed chakra coils or something?

After a few more weeks of practice, my tongue responded with only slight clumsiness. It wasn't perfect, but the sounds I made were mostly intelligible, and I'd already learned a bit more vocabulary. I could stay awake for longer periods, though I still needed multiple naps every day.

I did my best to seem like everything was new to me, but when you put the mind and memories of a person in their twenties into an infant, even if that infant brain can't really think on the same level, there's no way I wouldn't have been considered a genius. I guess it's good that I was reborn into the Nara clan, then. They were used to geniuses. If I was a bit beyond even that, well, hopefully at least they wouldn't be suspicious.

My concern at the moment was where I was in the timeline. I wasn't a die-hard fan of the show like my brother, so if I was in one of the pre-Naruto generations, I'd have very little relevant plotline foreknowledge. If I was _after_ the show's timeline, I was even more screwed. But as a baby with an extremely limited vocabulary, and no ability to leave my own house, I had no way to figure it out.

No matter what, though, I lived in a blatantly dangerous world, and was the daughter of two shinobi. I entertained no foolish thoughts about living a peaceful civilian life. Shinobi may live in constant danger, but at least they had some power to affect change and protect the things they cared about. Civilians just got stomped on and turned into human-pancake fodder.

Plus, in a way, I was excited. I now lived in a world with magic, basically. Chakra could do things we hadn't even come close to with science, yet. And as an _individual_, I could affect change, because shinobi could become more powerful than hundreds of civilians put together. And if "Naruto" was to be believed, I really could do anything I set my mind to, with enough work.

* * *

><p>415/16: I'm writing this story as a bit of an experiment, and a bit of a low-pressure shift from the second-in-series novel I'm writing right now. (Gods of Blood and Bone is the first, Google it if you're curious.) Basically, this is just for fun. I don't have much of anything plotted ahead of time, which is a strange feeling for me, though I've got a few ideas for events I want to happen.

If you like the story, or even if you don't, leave me a review! I love to hear from my readers.


	2. Month 2

I wasn't completely sure of the passage of time, but it seemed like about another month had passed by the time my chakra network was established, and the constant itching-burning died down. I could hold my proportionately gigantic head up on my own for more than a few seconds, and I'd begun to be able to focus visually on things beyond the length of my own arm. I was frustrated out of my mind. But there was no way I could force my body to mature faster.

Okaa-san would take me out when she went on errands, wrapping my little body in a sling facing outwards, so I could interact with the world at will. She loved to show me off to everyone we met, prompting me to "talk" to them. Otou-san was around less, and I assumed he'd returned to work, though I didn't know what he did.

I met Yoshino Nara when Okaa-san took me over to her house. Apparently they were sisters. They looked alike, each bearing the distinctive lazy expression and uneven hair line, which made me realize that my own Otou-san probably wasn't a Nara by birth. I wouldn't have recognized Yoshino right away, but I recognized her husband, Shikaku. Shikamaru's dad.

Yoshino let me put my hand on her rounded stomach when she saw my fascination. "Name?" I said in my clumsy Japanese.

She tilted her head in confusion, and turned to Okaa-san for explanation.

"Name?" I repeated. "My name is Shiori," I said carefully, hoping that would get my message across. I wanted to know if that was Shikamaru in her stomach. If so, I could cement myself in the timeline.

She laughed and shook her head, and then said something I didn't understand, then laughed again at my pout. "So smart!"

I'd heard those words more than enough times to understand them. "Nee-chan?" I asked, pointing a finger at myself.

Both Okaa-san and my aunt started laughing at that, and Yoshino nodded.

When we went home, I did my best to remember what I knew about Shikamaru and his family. As far as I know, he didn't have any siblings. So unless he'd had an older sibling that died, it should be him that would be born in a few months. _If_ this world even adhered to the way Kishimoto had told the story. I mean, I'm pretty sure _I_ wasn't in the story. As myself, or whoever Shiori Nara would have been if my brain wasn't in her.

Then a horrifying realization hit me. What if I wasn't in the story, because I'd already died by the time the main plot line started? The most likely time would have been the Kyuubi attack. Twelve years from now I would have just been one of the many who died that day—no reason to mention me in the story.

It was plausible. And I was immediately terrified. I had only a few months till then. I didn't know Shikamaru's due date, but Naruto was only slightly younger than him, and the Kyuubi would attack on the day of Naruto's birth, right?

I panicked for a few minutes, which of course overwhelmed my little body and made me start crying. Then I calmed, and took stock of the situation. Danger was on the way. Panicking was useless. What could I _do_?

I had two to three months left till Shikamaru's birth, I estimated. I'd still be an infant when the attack came. There's no way I'd be able to leave on my own. Maybe, if I could get a grasp on the language quickly enough, I could convince my parents to take me on a trip out of the village.

But what about everyone else? What about Naruto, and the fact that he'd be orphaned on that day? I'm analytical, logical to the point of coldness sometimes, even. But I wanted to be a good person, and do the right thing if I could.

I pushed away the thought that I'd be completely destroying the canon timeline, and any chance I might have to affect change later with future knowledge, because…the "greater good" is just bullshit. The end does not justify the means. If I didn't at least try to help, it would be because of cowardice, and nothing prettier.

Could I convince the adults, someone with the power to affect change, that Tobi would attack Kushina while she gave birth, then set the Kyuubi on Konoha?

With the time remaining, that was unlikely at best. But I would try.

I took a few deep breaths to calm myself, and reaffirmed my resolve to get stronger. I hated being so helpless. I mean, I couldn't sit up straight on my own for more than a few seconds!

Maybe chakra could help me. I'd been avoiding attempting anything, because I didn't want to mess with the developing pathways and screw something up. But they seemed to have stabilized, and I was desperate.

I rolled over on my little futon and tried to focus inward. I didn't know much about meditation, but it seemed like a plausible way to start finding and manipulating my chakra. Instead, I fell asleep.

Hey, I was a couple months old, and I'd had an eventful day! Babies need their sleep.

When I woke up, I stayed still, clinging to the restful feeling, and tried to access my chakra again. It wasn't that hard, honestly. There was a ball of it in my stomach, though it seemed I had a lot more yin than yang, judging by the color mix in my mind's eye. The blue chakra, which according to the anime was yang chakra, and based on the physical, was much overshadowed by the red yang chakra. Which made sense. My mental power dwarfed my physical power by an abnormal amount, for obvious reasons.

The chakra was rushing through my body, circulating through the network that had caused me so much irritation. I tried to swirl some of it in the ball in my stomach, just moving it a little to see if it responded. It didn't. So I concentrated a little harder, and a little longer, trying to clearly express my intention though thought. It worked, just a little, a ripple in the chakra that hadn't been there before, and which quickly smoothed away as my excitement caused me to break concentration.

I tried again, and this time it was easier, so I pushed a little chakra along the paths up to an arm. I didn't push any out of my tenketsu, or out of the main chakra network at all. I just directed it a little. A baby doesn't have enough chakra to waste on experimentation. For the time being, I would just work on directing it within my own body, and gaining control of its movements. Even that was exhausting, despite the fact that I wasn't really _burning_ the chakra, and after a quick meal from Okaa-san's breast while I had her read me a story, I fell back to sleep.

* * *

><p>I couldn't change it. It had been foolish to hope that I could.<p>

I was six months old when the Kyuubi attacked. I know, because Okaa-san had held a small party in celebration, with just her and Otou-san in attendance. I'd gotten a cupcake, which I tried to eat delicately, but was so delicious I ended up stuffing my face like the toddler I kinda was.

Otou-san had taken a picture of me with one of the rare digital cameras in this world, and then one of the three of us together, me still with frosting all over my face. Then, I'd requested story-time, which was almost always accompanied by shadow-puppetry. I'd carefully watched and memorized the hand-seals Okaa-san used for the Shadow Imitation jutsu, though I didn't dare attempt them on my own.

As the deadline for the Kyuubi attack had grown closer, I'd grown more desperate. I'd tried telling my parents, and they'd written it off as a bad dream. I'm sure my still-poor grasp on the language didn't help. When I couldn't get them to understand or believe me, I'd taken some coloring tools and one of my mom's scrolls and tried to draw out what would happen, in sequence. My motors skills were still abysmal, but I could toddle around the house with only a few falls, and with enough time and concentration, I could color legibly.

I took the picture sequence of the future to my parents, explaining each drawing in my broken Japanese as I went. The picture of the Kyuubi seemed to get their attention, but not enough. I could understand Japanese better than I could speak it, and I caught a bit of their conversation as they discussed my drawings. Otou-san thought I'd seen or heard a story about the Kyuubi which had been a little too scary for my young mind, and told Okaa-san to be careful of what I was getting into when she took me out to play, or over to other people's houses. Children are impressionable, and all that shit.

Okaa-san wasn't convinced, by either of us. But at least she looked again at my drawings and then searchingly at me. If I had more time, I could convince her. I didn't know if it would make a difference. She was only one chuunin, among a village of shinobi. But I didn't have more time, so the point was moot.

When I realized I couldn't convince them, and had no chance to affect the Kyuubi attack in the time remaining, I became jumpy and nervous.

I turned my attention back to motor skills and chakra control, because a tiny extra edge might mean the difference between life and death, if something went wrong. I didn't really believe it would make a difference, but I had to do _something_ to feel like I was making progress, or I'd go crazy.

Having chakra was obviously affecting my body. Though I was barely six months old, I was strong enough to walk on my own. That would have been possible back in my old world, but rare enough to be surprising. If I'd combined it with speaking and my intelligence, I would have been an almost unsurpassed prodigy. Here, I still _was_ a prodigy, but this was a world that had produced Hatake Kakashi and Uchiha Itachi and sent them out to fight as children. Kakashi had been _six_ when he made chuunin.

I turned my attention to my chakra one day, when Okaa-san was in a different part of the house and not paying attention. Most of the time when I played with chakra, I just pushed it around my own body, avoiding my eyes and brain because they were delicate and I was afraid to accidentally damage something. It was harder to push chakra towards my feet at first, but eventually I'd worked up enough control that I could send it anywhere in my body with a thought and a bit of concentration.

This time, I reached for it with different intent. I'd torn a few scraps of paper off one of Okaa-san's old, used scrolls, and I was going to practice a chakra control exercise. I figured the extra yin chakra I had should be enough for me to safely experiment with small things.

First, I pushed out chakra into my hand, one of the easiest places to channel it. I pooled a good amount in my palm, just to get a handle on the sensation of expelling chakra from my body, which I had avoided completely thus far. It was a bit harder than just moving chakra around inside the normal pathways. I held it cupped there for a few seconds, trying to send the clear thought that I wanted it to be sticky.

I put the piece of paper in my palm, and pieces of confetti shot upward, as if a gust of wind was blowing from my palm. Too much chakra? I picked up the pieces and examined them, trying to replay what had happened in my mind. My chakra had stuck okay, I thought, but the piece of paper had still blown away, just ripped into in pieces instead of whole. And I could already feel the drain of using that small amount of chakra.

I tried again, trying to get a feel for how much chakra I was actually using. I took the original amount and divided it by two, and two again, and after a thought, divided it by two again. Better to use too little and just add more than waste my precious chakra reserves. Nothing happened when I dropped the next piece of paper in my palm. Which…was _good_, I guessed. When I turned my palm downward, the paper did not fall.

"Haha!" I crowed to myself. Then the paper fell, but I was too busy feeling gleeful to care. Despite everything else going on in this world, chakra was amazing.

I adhered the paper to my hand again, after carefully measuring out the proper amount of chakra, this time holding it there. Then I began to experiment with exactly how much chakra I could use without the paper falling. To a certain degree, it was kind of like using Post-It-Note glue versus super glue. Either one would make the paper stick, but one used way less chakra than the other, while conversely requiring more control. However, after I moved above a certain amount of chakra, the paper couldn't handle it, and despite the, "be sticky!" command I gave my chakra, the paper would blow away. The more chakra I used, the smaller the pieces of confetti, almost as if the chakra was trying to stick to the paper and make it into a projectile at the same time, thus destroying it.

If I lost concentration, the paper would fall immediately. The longer I practiced, the harder it got to concentrate. And even though it was only a piece of freaking paper, it was surprisingly exhausting. I'm not sure if that's because my chakra levels were puny, or if I was wasting chakra through inefficiency. Probably both.

After I was exhausted—which took a laughably short amount of time—I carefully gathered all the tiny pieces of confetti I'd created, toddled over to the window, drug a chair to the wall so I could reach the window latch, and threw the confetti out the window before closing it again and returning the chair to its place. Hopefully, neither Okaa-san or Otou-san would notice. You never know, with ninja.

I practiced whenever I got the chance over the next few days, tiring myself out consistently. Okaa-san asked me if I was feeling okay, and I overheard her telling Otou-san that she thought I might be getting sick, because I was sleeping way more than usual, and wouldn't be woken.

"I found her sleeping on the coffee table!" she said to him one evening in the kitchen while cooking dinner.

I facepalmed, listening around the corner. That had not been my finest moment. I'd been practicing in the living room while Okaa-san was out getting groceries, and ended up exhausting myself. I'd been so focused I hadn't realized she was home until I heard her opening the front door. The surprise made me jump and let out a burst of chakra that absolutely shredded the piece of paper I'd been sticking to my hand. I'd scrambled on top of the glass-topped coffee table to get the remaining pieces, stuffing them into my mouth in panic because I didn't have time to dispose of them elsewhere.

By the time I realized I'd probably overdone the training a bit, I was already slumping down on top of the cool glass, unable to keep my eyes open. Sleep and food both helped to regenerate chakra, I was learning quickly as I shoveled food into my mouth at dinner that evening.

"Shiori-chan, your mother tells me you've been feeling extra sleepy lately," Otou-san mentioned gently. "You fell asleep on the coffee table? Were you too tired to make it to your futon for a nap?" His face and tone both held only neutral curiosity, and if I'd really been a child, I probably wouldn't have noticed the carefully controlled worry.

Mentally, I kicked myself. My parents were smart. Obviously, they would notice a change in my behavior. It's not that random naps, even in strange places, would be so weird for the average infant. But I wasn't the average infant. And Okaa-san hadn't been able to wake me.

But then I had an idea. "Troublesome," I muttered around a mouthful of rice. "I was hot after playing. The coffee table was cool." My expression was faintly irritated, and I carefully kept eating, not looking at either of them.

Just like that, Otou-san started sputtering.

I looked up, and saw him red-faced as he failed to stop himself from busting out in laughter. He held his side feebly and pointed at Okaa-san. "_Troublesome_!" he gasped. "She's your child."

Okaa-san looked a little miffed, but when she saw my look of curiosity, she couldn't help but laugh, too. Because, where else would I have picked up that oh-so-Nara expression? She muttered it to herself all the time.

I smiled widely at both of them, and started laughing, too, childlike and innocent.

The Kyuubi attacked that night.

I'd slept fitfully at best for the last week or so, knowing that it would be soon. Shikamaru had been born, and the stress was making me crazy. When I woke, both Okaa-san and Otou-san were still asleep in their own, adult sized futon across the room from me.

I could feel the _wrong_-ness in the air. I threw off the cover of my futon and scrambled over to my parents. "Okaa-san, wake up!"

I shook her, and she woke immediately, along with Otou-san.

"Bad fox, Nine-tails," I said, cursing my lack of Japanese. "Hurry, it's not safe."

Okaa-san's eyes widened, and she shared a look with Otou-san. "Do you feel that?"

"The Nine-tails!" he repeated, as if I hadn't said it just seconds ago. "Oh, shit."

The sirens started, then. I didn't know the signals well enough to decipher them, but my parents in this world shared a look, and then they were scrambling out of the futon, dressing in a flash, grabbing me and the emergency packs they kept always ready to go.

"She knew," Okaa-san muttered. "Remember those drawings?"

"You think she—" Otou-san broke off, staring at me for only a second before he shook his head. "It doesn't matter now. Take Shiori to the shelters," he instructed. "I'm going to the east wall."

Okaa-san paled, but nodded. "I love you. Be safe."

Something about their expressions stirred the panicky dread in my stomach. The east wall? Was that where the Kyuubi was attacking?

Otou-san leaned down and placed a kiss on my forehead. "Be strong, Shiori-chan. I love you,"

I was crying soundlessly, and wrapped my arm around his neck before he could pull away. "Safe, Otou-san," I whimpered. "Be safe."

He gently unwrapped my arms and handed me back to my mother. "I love you," he said to her.

Then he was gone with the swirling air of a shunshin. He had not made any promises he wouldn't be able to keep, I noticed.

Okaa-san dashed away, too, jumping to a nearby rooftop and leaping away, no time lost to sentimentality. She was a ninja, too. She knew her priorities.

As she jumped in the direction of the cliff wall with me strapped securely to her chest in case she needed the use of both her arms, I caught glimpses of the Kyuubi in the distance. Its chakra was oppressive, almost a physical presence in the air that made me want to choke, throw up dinner, and shrivel up into a ball and die all at the same time.

Luckily, all I did was throw up, all down Okaa-san's back.

She didn't notice. Or if she did, she didn't care.

I caught the tiny forms of Konoha's shinobi racing toward it's gargantuan form. This place had only been my home for a few months, but I still felt a fierce pride at their selflessness. The Will of Fire and all that. They had to know they were racing toward their own deaths. Most of them would be nothing more than a distraction for the Kyuubi. The number of shinobi who could fight on par with the Nine-tails was miniscule.

And yeah, I know that shinobi here are trained from birth to find honor in protecting their home, and even giving their lives for it, but it's not so different in the US. There _was_ honor in what they were doing, that night. Protecting what they loved. I wished I could do the same.

We arrived at the Hokage monument soon, and with a whispered, "I'm going to help your father. I'll be back soon. I love you, Shiori," she handaed me off to an adult I didn't know and shunshined off with a swirl of dirt.

I really hated those words. Why did the people I loved always tell me, "I love you," right before they were going to die? Don't tell me you love me, and in exchange, just _live_!

The person Okaa-san handed me to brought me to a group of other children, huddled in a cave in the side of the cliff. There were only a few adults, so I assumed that this was a group of shinobi children, whose parents were all out fighting the demon. How many of them would be orphans after tonight?

I toddled to the corner and curled up with my hands wrapped around my knees. Kids were crying, and that horrible, demonic chakra was surging through the air in waves, even stronger now. I couldn't breath. I was going to die, I knew it. I couldn't handle it, I was dying, dying, _dying_…

With a gasp, I reached inward and flared my chakra, circulating it around my body for all I was worth. It pushed against the demonic chakra, and I could breath a little. The feeling of death reaching out for me receded a bit. I swirled my chakra faster, pushing my defiance farther. It helped. I was still terrified. And I'd peed my diaper out of terror. But I could handle it now.

That went on for a long time. I don't know how long; I had no way of keeping track.

Finally, though, the Kyuubi's chakra receded, taking the horrible oppression with it. I didn't trust the respite. What if it wasn't really gone? Was it a trick to get me to lower my guard? I kept my chakra flared, just in case.

Or, I tried to. What actually happened is I passed out. From chakra exhaustion, maybe. Keeping it within the body conserved it, but when flaring it, some still leaked out of the tenketsu unavoidably. Add in extended terror and exhaustion and the body of a six month old, and…yeah.

I woke up in the orphanage a few days later.

* * *

><p>416/16: **This is NOT a, "Main Character Lives at the Orphanage with Naruto and Becomes a Friend/Older Sibling to Him," story. **Keep reading, and you'll see.

4/15/16: I'm still having fun.

For those of you who noticed, the chapter titles are the length of time Shiori's been in the "Naruto" world/her age at the start of said chapter. Time, of course, moves on during it. In this case, four months passes.

Talk to me, readers! I want to know what you think.


	3. Month 6

I was at the orphanage because my parents were dead. No one bothered to explain it to me. I don't think anyone even knew I would have been able to understand them, if they did. Not that it was the adult's fault. I was only one kid among many who suddenly found themselves without parents, and the orphanage employees were worked to the bone trying to suddenly take care of all of us.

No, I figured it out on my own. It wasn't that hard to deduce. Why else would I be there?

I was devastated. My biggest fear has always been losing those I love somehow. I may have saved my little brother's life, but I would never see him again, never share those life experiences with him. And now, I'd just begun to love my new family, and they were gone, too.

I was silent, almost unresponsive to the exhausted orphanage workers, when I wasn't jumping in fright at their presence, and in return they left me alone. But inside, I was a seething mass of frustrated rage and paranoid terror. I had been so, _so…useless._ This world was full of terrible danger, to me and everything and anything I might grow to care about.

I'd already planned on training to become stronger, but the Kyuubi attack changed something about that resolution. It became an integral part of me. I would become stronger. I would protect those I cared about.

I also became a paranoid, twitchy little thing. I couldn't sleep properly. Every movement of shadow in the room or sound one of the other kids made woke me. I tracked the movement of everyone in close proximity, even if I wasn't looking at them.

I practiced my paper sticking technique constantly, except I didn't always have access to paper, now. So I stuck my hand to my blanket, or to the wall, or my own clothes. Different textures and weights made a difference, and I learned to adjust my chakra accordingly. I was getting better. I wasted less chakra when expelling it, and I wasn't sure, but I thought my reserves had grown a tiny bit, too.

I wasn't at the orphanage long, which actually surprised me. I guess maybe it shouldn't have.

I was sitting in the orphanage play yard away from the other children, practicing sticking a blade of grass to my hand when I three people came up behind me. Two of them were strong. I tensed, for no real reason, because fear isn't always logical.

But when I turned and saw Yoshino-oba and Shikaku-oji walking toward me beside the orphanage director, I wasn't sure if I should smile or not. It seemed like it would be just the thing for me to jump for joy, expecting them to take me away, and then to be disappointed because they'd only come to formally tell me that my parents had died, and I would be staying here forever.

Instead, they told me that I would be coming home with them now.

I shook my head at that, negating their apologies. The village was half-destroyed, they had a newborn of their own to take care of, and I had been perfectly fine waiting a week in the orphanage while they did damage control.

When Yoshino picked me up and cradled me in her arms, tucking my little head under chin, I started to cry, though.

"Sorry…" I sniffled, rubbing at my eyes with a fist.

"Shush, baby," she murmured, rubbing my back. "Everything's okay now. You're coming with us and you're safe. I'm sorry it took so long for us to find you. But you were brave, so brave. It's okay now."

Of course, that only made me cry all the harder. She smelled a little like Okaa-san.

I saw Danzo Shimura for the first time through a haze of tears. He didn't take more than cursory notice of me, for which I was grateful. The fear dried my tears right up. He'd been a frightening character to me when I first saw the anime. An insidious force, working like a virus from within Konoha. He grabbed up the vulnerable, the weak, and those who could be useful to him. Kids.

He was walking toward the orphanage.

Suddenly, I was terrified. It was becoming a familiar feeling. If he ever learned what I knew, I would be in horrible danger. Knowledge of the future would be an invaluable asset for him. Hell, even a shinobi-in-training with a brain like mine would be snapped up like the last piece of meat in a starving wolf pack.

As I was, I was vulnerable to him. I couldn't reveal anything I knew until I had the power to protect myself. If Kishimoto's rendition of the future was correct, I couldn't even trust the adults around me to stop him.

"Ahh!" I squeaked. What about the drawings I'd done of the Kyuubi attack? They were evidence against me. Unlikely evidence, to be sure, but if he somehow got ahold of them… I pushed away from Yoshino-oba's neck. "We go…my house, please?"

She looked at my pityingly. "We're going to your _new_ house, Shiori-chan."

"No. We go…_my_ house. Hurry. We go new house after." I nodded adamantly, and added, "I'm okay." I seemed to have gotten my point across, because she sighed, shared a look with her husband, and nodded.

The sight of my house caused mixed feelings, to say the least. I mean, I didn't have to worry about anyone finding my drawings. But that was mostly because the house didn't exist any more. Along with most of the street. I stared wide-eyed at the unbelievable destruction for a moment. It looked like a natural disaster had struck.

Yoshino-oba and Shikaku-oji shared a look over my head that I almost missed in my horror. Shikaku put an arm around her. "We _did_ find her," he said cryptically, but I was too busy looking at the devastation to think about it.

I guess that's what the Tailed Beasts were, in this world. Natural disasters.

"We go new house," I said quietly, and re-buried my head in the crook of Yoshino-oba's neck.

When we got to their house set me up a little futon in the corner of their room, and told me that I could have my own room, next to Shikamaru's, when I was bigger.

I was grateful, but it took me a long time to settle in. I had a lot of nightmares, and I didn't lose the habit of tracking the location of everyone around me in the back of my mind. It helped me to relax, when I knew there would be no surprises, no people sneaking up behind me. Other than the nightmares and the fact that I was a bit too withdrawn, at times, I was the perfect child.

I didn't cry, I didn't whine, and other than pestering Oba-chan and Oji-san to read to me all the time, I didn't bother them. It bothered oba-chan, as Yoshino asked me to call her, I think.

She found me on a chair in the kitchen, making myself some food once, and immediately rushed over and helped me to the ground. "Why didn't you come ask me for help?" she demanded. "It's dangerous to climb to high places!"

"I no want to bother you. And I can help myself. I'm okay," I grumbled. I sidled around her and retrieved my food from the counter, before crawling onto one of the kitchen chairs and kneeling on it to eat my snack at the table. I mean, I know my body was small. But I'm a grown woman. I wasn't even using the knives!

She stared at me for a while, then rushed out of the room.

I felt bad, because I heard her crying later after I left the kitchen.

"She feels like she can't depend on me!" she sniffled to Shikaku. "She's not even a year old and she's going around making her own meals because she thinks she's a bother. What are we doing _wrong_?"

I focused harder on them, trying to spy without giving my location away.

Shikaku hugged her and murmured soothingly for a while, and then finally said, "Mahh, we'll just have to make her see that she's family."

After that, they both made a point to hug me more, and point out that Shikamaru was my brother, and have "family time" in the evening. Yoshino even said that I could call her, "Okaa-chan," if I wanted.

I didn't want to, because just like I already had a "Mom," back in my old word, I already had an "Okaa-san," here. I shook my head. "I love you even if I don't call you 'Okaa-chan,' Yoshino-oba-chan," I said with a small smile. Yes, it was blatant manipulation, using my cuteness as a weapon.

She looked surprised, but she smiled back, and let me sit on her lap while she read me a picture book.

I was learning to read surprisingly quickly.

* * *

><p>I'd been living with my aunt and uncle for six months before I realized something that should have been obvious. My birthday had just passed, which meant I'd been in the "Naruto" world for a year. Or more, if I counted the vague memories I had of being in Okaa-san's womb.<p>

In any case, it would be about twelve more years before the main events of Kishimoto's canon kicked off, and my future-knowledge became useful. The problem with this, was that twelve years is a long time, and I was going to forget things. I already had forgotten things from when I first watched the anime and then read the manga, before even coming to this world. Since then, I'd probably lost even more. Details that could be critical were slipping away from me!

"Oji-san," I said one afternoon while Shikaku, baby Shikamaru, and I were watching the clouds together. "Are there other languages besides ours?" From what I remembered, the "Naruto" universe had basically one continent. And they all spoke Japanese.

"There are codes, and ciphers, but as far as I know, everyone speaks our language. I believe, a long time ago, before some of the islands to the west had been discovered, they had a different language, though we shared some similarities," he answered in a bored tone.

"So…if we found another language, like carved into a stone or something, and nobody knew where it came from, could we figure out what it said?"

He considered for a moment. "Ehh, maybe…it would be a huge project, though. We'd have to devote a lot of the manpower of the Intelligence Division to it, over a long period of time, and even then we might not get anywhere. Why?" He turned to me with his too-intelligent eyes.

I shrugged, carefully casual. "Secret codes sound fun! But most of them seem like they'd be easy to crack. I thought maybe if they were based off of something completely different, it would make them more secure." I knew Oji-san knew I was smart, but in this case, the truth was far-fetched enough that I was safer to get as close to it as possible. He was good at spotting lies.

He laughed. "Oh, and what super important secrets would you be needing to hide in code?" Despite the question, his gaze held no suspicion. I mean, come on. I was a toddler. What secrets could I possibly have?

I scowled at him. "Well, I'm not going to tell _you_!"

He only laughed harder at that, which caused baby Shikamaru to start laughing as well, a cute little gurgle that drew Oji-san's attention.

A couple days later, when Yoshino-oba took me with her shopping, I wandered off in one of the stores to look at notebooks. When she came looking for me, she found me with a couple hardbound, blank books.

"I want a diary, Oba-chan. Could it be a late birthday present? I need one to write about my day, and one to write stories in…" I held up the books, which were almost comically large in the grip of my pudgy fingers.

"Shiori-chan, you haven't even started learning how to write yet," she said, shifting Shikamaru distractedly on her hip.

"I'll learn!" I pleaded, staring up at her with wide eyes and a pout. Being a cute toddler had to have some advantages, after all. "Please?"

She relented, and I got a couple pens as well as the notebooks.

I didn't start writing in them immediately, mostly because when I took out the notebooks and pens that night, I found the hand-eye coordination needed to form legible letters was a skill I didn't yet have. I didn't really enjoy coloring and other such things normal kids did to build that hand-eye coordination, though I could do it if I took my time and concentrated.

But for small, straight letters, the difficulty was even higher. I was just glad I'd be writing in English, and not Japanese. At least I already knew how to form the letters, and there were no delicate kanji.

With a deep sigh, I ripped a blank sheet from one of the notebooks and set to practicing. My letters were slow and painstakingly formed, as I tried to get them legible while still making them as small as I preferred. I didn't succeed that evening, but I tried again the next, and the next. I even set aside some of my precious chakra-training time for it. When I filled the paper, I shredded it with chakra and disposed of the confetti, and did the same to the papers I practiced English on after that.

I asked Oji-san and Oba-chan to help me learn how to write during the day. Oji-san tried to avoid the extra work, at first, but Yoshino-oba got angry and scolded him that he'd better spend tim with "his kids," especially when they specifically asked. They taught me the Japanese writing system, of course, but the practice was still relevant. My hands and forearms almost hurt from the amount stress I was put them through.

It took about a week, but my new body learned quickly. Chakra made a difference in everything, even when I wasn't actively manipulating it. I doubted I would have been able to advance so quickly in my old word, no matter how determined I was.

When I was ready, I once again pulled out the notebooks, and after organizing my thoughts, began to write. It took me another week to get all the information down. In the first notebook, I put everything I could remember about the "Naruto" universe, topic by topic, along with a timeline for events in the story. As I went, I remembered more and more, almost like when you try to remember your dream, and when you grasp one event, it leads you to another you didn't even know you'd forgotten.

I hadn't been a Naru-tard, but I'd enjoyed the show and the manga, and had discussed them plenty with my brother. And I was _smart_. Had been smart before, too, even without my new Nara brain. I remembered _plenty_. It was only the later events that grew hazy, as I had become busy with real life and had less time to keep up with new chapters. For the events at the very end, I only had a few conversations with my excited little brother to go on. I hoped it would be enough.

Perhaps, with my presence here changing things, my lack of concrete wouldn't even matter by the time those intervening years had passed.

In the second notebook, I had a bit of fun. Well, my version of fun, anyway. I wrote down information about my skill levels, as accurately as I could, from when I'd first started practicing with chakra six months ago till then. I'd been working hard, a few hours every day. For a toddler, that was a lot.

When I had started, I had been able to hold one scrap of paper to the palm of my hand for about half a minute before my concentration broke. I'd practiced until I could hold a piece there for almost half an hour. I could attach the palms of my hands to almost anything, now, though if it was too heavy or difficult to move, the connection would break for lack of sufficient chakra reserves when I pulled away.

I'd found that the palms of my hand were the easiest to direct chakra through, which probably also had something to do with why hand-seals worked so well to direct chakra when performing jutsu. But I could mold chakra elsewhere, with a bit of extra effort. I hadn't even bothered attempting it with the feet, yet, but I could stick a piece of paper or a leaf to any spot on either of my arms. My forehead, too.

I couldn't be absolutely sure because I had no way to measure it objectively, but I thought my chakra reserves had doubled. Some of that probably came from growing, but I thought my training had a large impact as well. When I'd gotten to the point that I couldn't wear myself out with the leaf-sticking exercise after close to an hour, I'd moved on to two leaves, one in each hand.

It was quite a bit harder, splitting my concentration and my chakra like that, but I saw quick improvement from the extra effort, both in my skill, and my chakra reserves.

I'd been trying to push myself physically as well, but I was still far from being ready to start any real physical training, and I didn't want to strain my growing body.

After recording my accomplishments thus far, I moved onto goals for my future, both near and far. Honestly, the options were a little bit overwhelming.

I was interested in medical jutsu. I never again wanted to be helpless while someone I loved was hurt or sick. With all the chakra control training I was doing, I should have the necessary control to handle the techniques, but if medics were anything like doctors back in my old life, I'd need a crazy amount of theoretical training and knowledge. But I didn't want to be sidelined as a medic. I wanted to fight, not be ordered to put my own life first because my healing abilities were too valuable for the team to lose.

Taijutsu was a given, then, but I didn't think I had what it took to be as powerful as I would need to be, simply as a taijutsu specialist. I needed to be able to keep up with people like _Madara_, eventually. Besides, if I was enough of a heavy-hitter, a little medical knowledge wouldn't be enough to sideline me.

I didn't know what type of chakra reserves I'd have the in future, but I'd have to do my best to build them up. Extra chakra was always a good thing in a fight. And even the simplest ninjutsu could be used to great affect, with a little creativity. I wanted to test my chakra nature. And as far as yin vs. yang, at the moment I was definitely yin-heavy. Didn't genjutsu rely on yin chakra?

I'd have to see about a summon contract. I didn't know too much about the possibilities there, so I would need to do some research, but from what I'd seen of the show, they could be invaluable, and maybe even teach me things the shinobi wouldn't, or couldn't.

Kekkei Genkai were out, for obvious reasons. I mean, as far as life-hacks go, I think my future knowledge and years of mental experience were enough. I had no need to steal someone else's eye and transplant it into my face. Or my arm. Gross.

But to be honest, the thing that interested me the most at the moment was fuinjutsu. It seemed like an amazingly versatile tool, only limited by the knowledge and ingenuity of the wielder. With it, I might be able to do things through preparation and study that would be impossible for me to do yet with straight up ninjutsu or chakra manipulation.

Plus, it looked really cool in the anime.

The problem with fuinjutsu is that I didn't know the first thing about how it actually worked, and I didn't know who I could get to teach me. The anime had made it look like a bunch of ink scribbles, usually based around a legible kanji, but I'd bet money the ink scribbles were _supposed_ to be more than that.

Did Konoha have a library? I'm pretty sure it did. In fact, there were probably several places where information of varying sensitivity was stored. But as for the public library, which civilians would have access to, would it have anything useful about fuinjutsu?

Wait…I was living in the house of the Nara clan head. A clan famed or its members' intelligence. Shikaku-oji would have scrolls about various things. It was more than likely that some of them would be useful to me. With that thought, I hid my notebooks in my room, under my futon, because as cliché as that hiding spot was, I didn't have anywhere better to put them. Hopefully, no one would be searching through my room looking for something suspicious in the first place.

He was away at work for the moment, and I could hear Yoshino-oba downstairs with Shikamaru, so I opened the door to his study. He didn't have a huge selection of texts, but plenty of scrolls sat in little cubby-bookcases along the walls.

I had trouble reading the labels on the ones higher up, and though there were a few scrolls that looked interesting, on some medical techniques and deer care, there was nothing for a beginner level reader, and I had no dictionary. Even if I had a dictionary, I'd need likely need the introductory texts before I could understand some of the more advanced topics.

With a sigh, I returned the scrolls to their cubbies, and left Shikaku-oji's study. I would have to find another source of information. The Nara clan as a whole probably had a library of sorts, for ourselves. I remembered something about Tsunade using one of the medical text to figure out how to save Choji from his three-coloured-pill overdose.

I would have to find a way to get into it.


End file.
